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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Context of Study

Canadian immigration history can be traced back to the late 19th century when 

between 1896 and 1905 agricultural immigrants arrived in Canada, particularly, in the 

prairies, from the U.S., Britain, and Northern Europe (Macaluso, 2005). In the provinces 

of Quebec and Ontario, the first European settlers were the French and the English.

Later, immigrants arrived from Western, Eastern, then Southern Europe, and beginning in 

the 1960’s from Asia, Africa, and Latin America comprising of approximately 2.8 

million immigrants from new origin countries (Cummins, 1997; Ghosh, 2002; 

Jakubowski, 2002). In the early 1990’s, 250,000 of immigrants arrived in Canada 

annually and figures from 1996 and 1997 are estimated at about 220,000 (Cummins, 

1997).

Recently, according to the 2001 census data from Statistics Canada, out of the 

29,639,035 total Canadian population, only 17,352,315 (58.5%) people speak English as 

their native language, 6,703,325 (23%) speak French as their native language, and the 

rest of the population identify their mother tongue as another non-official language. This 

means that 5,583,395 (19%) of Canadians speak a language other than English or French. 

In Ontario, the most populous province, out of 11,285,550 people, only 7,965,225 (71%) 

are native English speakers, 485,630 (4.3%) native French and the rest of Ontario’s 

population speaks another language (2,834,695 =25% of people).

As researched by Statistics Canada 2001, this study’s city is nationally in fourth 

place (after Hamilton in third place, Vancouver in second, and Toronto in first) with its
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foreign-born population per capita. Specifically, in the south-western city, from which 

the participants o f  this study were interviewed, and its surrounding area, the growing 

population is now at 304,955. Out o f this increasing population, 73 % (220,380) of 

people identify themselves as native speakers o f English, 12,930 (4.3%) are French 

speakers, and the rest o f 67,210 (22%) people belong to the following language minority 

groups: Italian 12,335 (18%), Arabic 8,600 (13%), Chinese (includes Cantonese, 

Mandarin, Hakka, and others) 4,865 (7.2%), Polish 3,950 (5.9%), Spanish 2, 525 (3.8%), 

German 2,510 (3.7%), Tagalog (Pilipino) 1,820 (2.7%), Punjabi 1,665 (2.4%), 

Vietnamese 1,525 (2.3%), Greek 1,455 (2.2%), Ukrainian 1,155 (1.7%), Portugese 575 

(0.9%), Dutch 490 (0.7%), and other non-official languages 23,740 (35%) (see Figure

1.1 below).

As seen from the above information, there is an urgent need to explore the

integration o f local ethnic minorities into the school environment. The study will

therefore explore how this recent diverse population change is recognized in our local

educational system through the views o f immigrant students and their teachers. The rest

o f this chapter will therefore focus on the problem, purpose, research questions, and

relevance o f the study.

Figure 1.1 (Statistics Canada Census, 2001)
Linguistic Minorities in the Study Community

SR4Har) 19 0%
S  Arabic 13.6%
a e n m s s a 7 . 2 *
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General Statement of the Problem

As seen from the previous statistical data, various cultures and language speakers 

are present in today’s schools. This population shift has had tremendous impact on 

schools, created challenges for educators, especially teachers, and needs to be addressed 

in school curricula and implemented in the classroom. The ethnic, cultural, and linguistic 

composition change of our students has resulted in a wider range of educational values 

and affected classroom pedagogy. Past teaching methodologies that targeted only 

culturally homogenous groups of children are no longer acceptable and therefore should 

be adapted to accommodate the needs and different learning styles of students who come 

from diverse ethnic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds.

Unfortunately, despite the increasing number of immigrants arriving in Canada, 

there has been a decrease in educational budgets for English as a Second Language (ESL) 

programs and instruction. For example, school boards hire fewer qualified ESL teachers 

and assume that ESL students will succeed by integrating them into the mainstream 

classroom and curricula (Myers, 2003). However, many classroom teachers are 

unprepared to properly integrate the needs of ESL students into their regular lessons. 

These are crucial social needs that lead to successful integration into the Canadian 

society, including the workforce. These needs include language skills that enable ESL 

students not only to acquire basic oral communication skills, but also to become 

proficient in written language focusing on accuracy and academic skills for higher 

education. In today’s world, basic communication skills in the English language are a 

minimum requirement in order to be successful with a high paying job. An in depth 

analysis of ESL students’ current academic needs and preferences must be addressed in
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order to make appropriate changes. School policies and practices need to be re

examined. ESL, bilingual education and other services need to promote, rather than 

limit, educational opportunities for all students.

Purpose of the Study

Although there is research that has examined the needs of ESL students, most of 

the existing studies focus on ESL education in teacher training programs and not on 

existing programs in the public school system (Gromely et al., 1994; Schick & Boothe, 

1995). Information regarding ESL approaches and patterns is becoming more 

widespread. Existing research focuses on ESL theories; whereas, there is little practical 

research on ESL approaches, materials, and organizational patterns. Very few studies 

have also examined the views of ESL students from their own perspectives.

The purpose of this case study is to identify high school ESL students’ needs, 

examine teachers’ perceptions of linguistic diversity, as well as determine which 

instructional approaches are successful in teaching ESL. Most importantly, the study was 

also designed to find out ESL students’ perceptions of their learning experiences and see 

if their academic and social needs are being met in their overall school environment. The 

aim of this study is to gain insights that can lead to further research as well as guide 

practice in the field of ESL education. Canada’s official Multicultural Policy defines 

“language minority” as French minority speakers in an officially English speaking 

province, or English language minority speakers in an officially French speaking 

province. However, for the purpose of this study, the concept of “linguistic diversity” or 

“language minority” will be generally defined as and referred to students whose first 

language is any other than English.
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Research Questions

As stated earlier, given the growing minority population, there is an urgent need 

for research that examines how schools are meeting the language needs of immigrant 

children. The study set out to accomplish this objective based on the following research 

questions:

1. What are ESL high school students’ perceptions of their learning experiences in 

and outside of their ESL classrooms?

2. What approaches to ESL instruction are teachers currently using in the 

participating school and what are teachers’ perceptions of linguistic diversity?

3. Are there significant differences between the perceptions of ESL students and 

those of their teachers?

4. What are the academic and social needs of minority language students?

Significance of the Study 

An examination of the related literature shows that although the ethnic, cultural, 

and in particular, linguistic composition of students in Canadian schools have changed 

significantly, there remains a need for finding ways of integrating the academic needs of 

ESL students into the curriculum and teaching practices. As Cummins (2000) points out, 

traditional teaching methods only targeted culturally homogenous groups of children and 

should therefore be adjusted to suit the contemporary contexts of linguistic diversity.

Given the limitations of current approaches, the study identified (through the 

views of the students and teachers) more innovative ways of teaching ESL students. 

Moreover, the study is of significant benefit to teachers and administrators since it 

provides alternative approaches to traditional mainstreaming or pull-out classes, such as
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transitional ESL programs. Most importantly, insights gleamed from the study facilitate 

ESL students’ successful integration into the public education system and ultimately, into 

the Canadian society.

Definition of Terms

Anti-racist education:

Began in Britain in the 1960’s and has been implemented in two Canadian provinces, 

Ontario and British Columbia. Focuses on structural and individual discrimination 

(particularly racism and its intersection with class and gender) and on social 

reconstruction, which seeks society based on equality and social justice (Ghosh, 2002). 

Assimilation (Theory)

This is a process in which people of diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds come to 

interact, free of constraints, in the life of the larger dominant community. It is a one-way 

process through which members of a subordinate ethnic group give up their original 

culture and are absorbed into the core culture, which predominates in the host society 

(Bennett, 2003).

Bilingual Education

The instruction in two languages and the use of those languages as mediums of 

instruction in school curricula. Study of the history and culture associated with a 

student’s mother tongue is considered an integral part of bilingual education (Anderson, 

1976).

Cultural Pluralism

A process of compromise characterized by mutual appreciation and respect between two 

or more cultural groups (Bennett, 2003).
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Diversity

A concept that acknowledges and advances the multiplicity and equality of ethno

cultural, linguistic, religious, and “racial” differences. (Dr. Cheran’s definition). 

Diversity Perspective

It is an awareness, openness to and acceptance of other cultural viewpoints, lifestyles and 

traditions. This perspective is composed of a positive and multicultural attitude as 

opposed to an ethnocentric one (own definition).

ESL (English as a Second Language)

The teaching of English to speakers of other languages in settings where either English is 

the medium of instruction in the schools, the media (television, radio, and newspapers), 

and the language of the majority, or where English has been designated as an official 

language of governments and education (Nixon, 1991).

ESL students’ needs

A well designed ESL syllabus, updated materials, consistent assessment measures, more 

experienced personnel, more resources, and better prepared professionals (Lopes, 1997). 

Ethnocentric

Relating to or holding the belief that one's own cultural tradition or racial group is 

superior to all others (All Words, 2005 http://www.allwords.com/word- 

ethnocentricity.html).

Linguistic Diversity

A concept referring to a person’s linguistic background and language skills, specifically, 

in native or second language and/or in any other acquired languages other than English 

(own definition).
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Mainstreaming (Approach)

The placement of ESL students into "regular" classrooms, either for one class or for the 

whole day, creating a theoretical “inclusive” environment for the student; however, may 

result in ESL students’ isolation (own definition).

Multicultural Education

Sometimes referred to as multiethnic education or anti-racist education used by countries 

all over the world in referring to educational efforts that have attempted to inculcate more 

positive values about human pluralism and improve the learning potential for all students 

(Banks, 1997).

Even though, many significant contributions to educational reform concerning 

language minority students and their overall integration have been considered and 

implemented, such as anti-racist, bilingual, and multicultural education, there is still a 

need to explore more issues about linguistic diversity and ESL students. The next 

chapter will review literature concerning the broader perspectives of ESL education.
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The literature review section will begin with an introduction of Canadian 

multicultural policies then explore linguistics and language learning theories, followed by 

academic literacy instructional techniques, continue with second language acquisition 

theories relating to socio-cultural factors, finally, explore ESL teaching methodologies, 

and overview related research studies. Below is a conceptual map illustrating the main 

literature sections and their essential components, which will comprehensively be 

discussed in this chapter.

Figure 2.1: The Literature Review
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The main research questions that guided the following comprehensive literature 

review were: What are the academic and social needs of minority language students? 

What are ESL high school students’ perceptions of their learning experiences in and 

outside of their ESL classrooms?

2.1 Canada’s Educational Multicultural Policies

Canada is the first country to have a multicultural policy (Ghosh, 2002). Since 

the beginning of the 21st century, 46% of Canada’s population belongs to an ethnic group 

other than English or French. There exists about 25 % of French Canadians who reside 

primarily in Quebec, while only 29% of Canadians are of British origin. From a national 

perspective, Saskatchewan was the first Canadian province to implement the 

multicultural policy. Alberta, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan have made efforts to preserve 

minority languages in education and offer bilingual instruction in native Cree, French, 

Ukrainian, Russian, German, and Hebrew. Nova Scotia also has a well-developed 

intercultural policy. Finally, the provinces of British Columbia and Ontario have the 

largest non-white populations. British Columbia has a large Asian population while 

Ontario attracts almost 50% of immigrants (Ghosh, 2002). In fact, according to Duffy 

(2003), Ontario has one of the largest growing immigrant populations in the world. In 

2001, three million Ontarians have identified themselves as immigrants. Because of its 

growing international population, Ontario has adopted numerous multicultural policies 

and acts. They include the establishment and implementation of a multicultural policy in 

1977 and more recently, anti-racist policy, the policy on Race and Ethnocultural Equity 

in 1987, and the Antiracist and Ethnocultural Equity in School Boards policy in 1993. In 

addition, Ontario’s amendments to the educational act in 1992 require school boards to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



implement anti-racism and ethnocultural policies, which include various programs on 

race relations, student placement, recruitment of teachers, curriculum, school/community 

relations, and heritage language programs (Ghosh, 2002).

Currently, the Canadian society consists of a multicultural “melange”, where 

cultural, ethnic, and linguistic diversity is an advantage not just for society, but also in the 

educational system. Because Canadian multiculturalism creates a diverse student body, it 

is crucial to explore the linguistic framework as well as the social and cultural dynamics 

of language learning in order to appreciate the experiences of minority students and 

clearly identify their academic and social needs.

These next sub-categories of the literature review will explore theoretical 

frameworks of linguistics, first and second language acquisition with practical language 

learning and teaching strategies used in the ESL classroom. Socio-cultural factors of 

second language acquisition will also be explored. Related studies will also be 

addressed. Through this comprehensive review of literature, an overall perspective on 

language acquisition theory and practice will be developed, especially in English as a 

second language instruction, in order to realize the significance, necessity and depth of 

this field related research and its practical implications in the local community.

2.2 Language Acquisition and Linguistic Theories

Following is an overview of some of the most classical theorists who ignited the 

classroom debate whether or not language learning and literacy skills are acquired or 

learned in the surrounding environment or if these learning skills are already innate 

waiting to be triggered. These theorists include Noam Chomsky, Jean Piaget, and Lev 

Vygotsky.
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Chomsky

The nature of language acquisition and the development of literacy skills have 

been an on-going debate in language theories and modem teaching practices. According 

to historical literature, many linguists address how first language literacy skills are 

developed in order to enhance them in any additional language. Chomsky’s (1980) 

theory of a “universal grammar”, also referred to as a “fixed nucleus” or a “fixed 

cognitive structure” (p. 64), is composed of an intrinsic language acquisition system and 

determines the standard form for all grammars that humans are capable of learning, while 

his “ignition key” hypothesis states that the primary linguistic data determines the 

language to which the learner is exposed. Meaning that the structure of the primary 

language does not resemble the structure of the language acquisition device, but this 

primary language only “switches on” the “ignition key” or the language acquisition 

device without manipulating its internal structure. In other words, the number of 

languages a person learns does not interfere with the internal language acquisition device 

(L.A.D.) system where more than one “grammar” exists depending on how many 

languages a person speaks. Linguistic input determines which language or grammar in 

the language acquisition device the learner is being exposed to and consequently creates 

the appropriate linguistic output after that specific language structure is processed 

through the (L.A.D.) system (Chomsky, 1980) (see Figure 2.1 below). Therefore, it is 

critical for language learners to first master literacy skills in their native language in order 

for their L.A.D. to grammatically process the linguistic input and output of that language. 

Once the initial or first language is processed through the LAD, it makes it easier for any
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additional linguistic input to be processed as second or third or fourth, etc. language 

output (second, third, etc. language).

Figure 2.2: The mind vs. the world diagram (adapted from Hale & Kissock, 2001).

(passes (passes (passes (passes
through) through) into) through)

1) acoustic -> 2) acoustic*------- -> 3) mental-— — 4)THE —— -> 5) interpretation
signal processor representation GRAMMAR

of acoustic signal =
(passes back into )

acoustic
signal (9) ir  articulatory §) 4* output 7) 4r---------- THE 6) <  -----—----

system of grammar GRAMMAR
(mental representation)

* green -  the BODY* the WORLD ‘ blue -  the MIND

- two functions of the grammar (LAD) exist: generation of output and analysis of input

- the arrows leading into the grammar indicate the processing of input data, the arrows 

leading away from the grammar indicate the process of generation of spoken output

Chomsky (1980) also introduces a distinction between “competence” and 

“performance” in the primary or any additional language where the former refers to the 

speaker’s knowledge of the language and the latter to the speakers’ actual use of it (p. 15). 

In a second language classroom, students may acquire more linguistic input; the actual 

knowledge of the language, than they are capable of producing as output; its actual use. 

Therefore, acquiring literacy or second language skills and being successful in the output 

or production of the language learning process is a long journey where students and 

teachers need patience, development, and practice. Teachers need to be aware of this 

process and have the appropriate teaching skills and techniques in order to create a 

successful language-learning environment (Meeks & Jewkes, 2003). Teachers also need
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to have high expectations for students and increase motivation in language learners by 

being aware of the theoretical process and the amount of time involved in language 

learning. However, as Short & Echavaria (2005) state, many content-area teachers 

including in the field of language arts, do not have sufficient knowledge of the language 

acquisition process or training in second language teaching methodologies.

Piaget and Vygosky

As Chomsky falls into the innatists’ theories where fixed natural structures such 

as the language acquisition device increase the language learning process, Piaget (1977) 

is an empiricist and believes in pragmatic theories of general intelligence, for example, 

from where the knowledge of mathematics and languages develop. Vygotsky (1962) 

states that Piaget believes in an assimilatory scheme that is either acquired or innate. 

According to Piaget (as cited by Vygotsky, 1962), egocentric speech precedes socialized 

speech; therefore, inner speech must also precede socialized speech. However, Vygotsky 

believes that the first and earliest stage of the child’s speech is social since the primary 

function of a child’ speech is to communicate for social contact. At a certain age the 

child’s social speech is divided into egocentric and communicative (or socialized). 

Vygotsky’s view helped to develop the communicative theory of language acquisition, 

which favours fluency rather than grammatical accuracy. This dichotomy has been an 

ongoing debate in second language teaching. Nevertheless, in the modem second 

language classroom, the communicative approach is preferred and practised.

Vygotsky (1962) identifies another interesting phase on language literacy skills, 

which he calls “naive psychology” (p. 46), where the child uses correct grammatical 

stmctures before understanding the logistics behind them. This theory can be applied to
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language learners as they develop speech syntax before thought syntax. For example, 

children, or literacy or language learners may use clauses such as if, because, when, and 

but before they actually comprehend their conditional or causal grammatical functions. 

The child grasps the external structure of word-object earlier than the inner symbolic 

structure. A language student also masters the functional use of a sign rather than its 

internal structure. Therefore, “thought and speech develop along separate lines; however, 

these lines meet at a certain point (p.50)”. This is also a crucial reason why second 

language or language arts teachers should explicitly explain grammatical functions of 

syntactic structures such as different forms of verbs (state vs. action), subjects 

(people/things), or objects (things/people) since students already use them in their speech 

output without completely understanding their grammatical significance.

Vygotsky relates thought development in this phase of “naive psychology” to 

socio-cultural factors. A child’s intellect grows as social meanings of thought are 

mastered into language. A historical-cultural process determines verbal thought 

production, rather than an innate form of behaviour. In other words, thought and 

language develop because of social and historical psychology rather than natural science. 

To highlight this significance in a practical language classroom, teachers should pay 

attention to how they socialize their language learners while creating a successful and 

comfortable language-learning environment. The effect of socio-cultural factors on 

second language acquisition will be further discussed in the second language learning 

section of this literature review.

The above theoretical background on linguistics and language learning brings to 

our attention, as educators, the complexity of language acquisition and the language
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learning process. Some of our recent ESL students may not even be literate in their first 

language, which will triple their task of successful integration. First, is the issue of being 

a non-native speaker and therefore, developing English language skills, second, trying to 

simultaneously develop academic skills, and third, struggling with underdeveloped or 

nonexistent literacy skills in their native language. The following section in the literature 

review will therefore discuss how teachers can help students in developing successful 

literacy and English academic skills.

2.3 Developing Academic Literacy Skills

Teachers’ techniques and appropriate skills are crucial in developing a successful 

literacy and language-learning environment. There are many factors and methodologies 

used to develop literacy and English academic language skills. These include guided 

reading and writing techniques, as well as vocabulary development, which will be 

explored in the following section of this chapter.

One question that emerges in a literacy or second language classroom is “how do 

students learn to read?” Specific reading comprehension strategies are recommended for 

novice and second language learners. Brown (2001), suggests the following classroom 

techniques to increase reading comprehension skills: identifying the purpose in reading, 

using phonetics and pronunciation symbols to aid decoding words, using efficient reading 

techniques for relatively rapid comprehension (for example, academic reading), 

skimming the text for main ideas, scanning the text for specific information, using 

semantic mapping or clustering, guessing and inferring meaning or content, analyzing 

vocabulary, distinguishing between literal and implied meanings, and guessing 

relationships between meaning and transitional words. Meeks & Jewkes (2003) describe
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guided reading as an important strategy in a reading program, especially for novice 

readers. It involves the teacher or another expert reader guiding the students through 

texts while modelling meaning identification strategies and showing how to explore 

language features.

A second related question is “how do students learn to write?” Meeks & Jewkes 

(2003) also describe how guided writing develops literacy with models of fluent writing. 

As in guided reading, an expert models the process of thinking and shows the strategies 

of a writer or a reader. The main difference in guided writing from process writing is that 

students are guided through various writing processes as many times as they need.

Guided writing begins with the teacher modelling the writing process and ends with the 

students taking over the demonstrations. Students then share their own writing and read 

their peers’ writing while achieving student empowerment. Brown (2001) believes that 

guided writing, as an intensive and controlled writing technique, should be used as “a 

production mode for learning, reinforcing, or testing grammatical concepts” (p. 344). 

Specifically, guided writing offers a series of stimulators, for example, the teacher may 

ask students to summarize a story they have just viewed in class. Another form of 

controlled or guided writing suggested by Brown (2001) would be to give a paragraph to 

students in which they have to change a given grammatical structure from the past tense 

to the present tense, for example. A dictation is another type of controlled or guided 

writing, where the teacher reads a paragraph once or twice at normal speed and asks the 

students to rewrite it according to their best recollection. This type of writing strategy not 

only helps in writing technique but also develops vocabulary and listening 

comprehension skills.
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Short & Echevarria (2005) give suggestions on how teachers can promote English 

language learners’ academic literacy. Specifically, these instructional techniques are to 

identify language demands of the content course and plan explicit language objectives for 

all lessons. For example, teachers can develop objectives related to key vocabulary, 

reading, or writing skills, listening or speaking tasks, or language structures. Further, 

teachers should emphasize academic vocabulary development by using pre-reading and 

pre-writing activities, such as previewing the text chapter by examining the section 

headings and illustrations, or sentence starters and graphic organizers to record ideas on a 

topic. When developing academic vocabulary, teachers should also use connective 

expressions such as in comparison, and as a result. Other techniques include: activating 

and strengthening background knowledge, promoting oral interaction and extended 

academic talk, reviewing vocabulary and content concepts, and giving students feedback 

on language use in class, for example, talking explicitly with students about word choice 

or comparing information and techniques for explaining solutions (Short & Echevarria, 

2005).

According to Short & Echevarria (2005), high quality instruction makes a 

difference in English language learner’s academic success. Systematic language 

development provides students with academic literacy skills they need to succeed in 

mainstream classes, and also helps them meet content standards and pass standardized 

examinations. The authors believe that by having the appropriate training, teachers can 

help English language learners succeed in school by developing literacy skills and 

mastering academic content.
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2.4 Second Language Learning and Acquisition:Theories and Socio-cultural Factors

Theories

As reviewed in the previous literature sections, it is important for educators to 

understand the complexity of linguistics, including first language acquisition, and 

develop suitable academic literacy techniques for language learners. It is also as crucial 

for us to comprehend second language learning. Second language learning and 

acquisition is a relatively modem and complex concept that has captured the attention of 

many linguists, including the language acquisition theorist, Stephen Krashen. As stated 

in Meeks & Jewkes (2003), Krashen identifies learning as a process where the teachers 

or students break down knowledge into consciously leamable parts. This means learning 

the rules and understanding grammar. Krashen also explains the term acquisition as an 

unconscious exposure to knowledge without any formal teaching and compares 

acquisition to how infants acquire fluency in their native language; by being immersed 

into the language and forcing it to meet their needs. This theory is significant in second 

language learning since it can be applied to language immersion schools, for example 

French immersion in Ontario, where students’ linguistic acquisition needs are believed to 

be met through the assimilation process into the overall school environment.

More specifically, Krashen’s theory of second language acquisition is composed 

of five different hypotheses (Diaz-Rico & Weed 2002; Lightbown & Spada 2000). These 

are: the acquisition-learning hypothesis, the monitor hypothesis, the natural order 

hypothesis, the input hypothesis, and the affective filter hypothesis. In the acquisition- 

learning hypothesis, the difference between acquisition and learning occurs when adult 

second language learners acquire the language as they are exposed to it in their
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surrounding environment for the purpose of fluency and communication. On the other 

hand, learning the language involves explicitly studying language rules and grammatical 

functions for the purpose of accuracy rather than fluency. Krashen believes that 

acquisition is a far more important process since many speakers become fluent without 

ever learning the rules, while others who learn specific rules fail to apply them as they 

focus on what they are saying rather than on how they are saying it (Lightbown & Spada 

2000). However, many grammarians argue that in order for students to successfully 

acquire a language, they first need to learn a formal structured base, which focuses on 

grammar and syntax.

Krashen’s second hypothesis, the monitor hypothesis, focuses on accuracy.

Second language learners use this monitor when they are focused on being correct rather 

than on the content of what they wish to say. Writing, therefore, is more favourable to 

speaking, in terms of monitoring language use, as it involves more concentration and 

time (Krashen, 1982 as cited in Lightbown & Spada, 2000).

Krashen’s the third hypothesis explains that language is acquired in a predictable 

natural order. However, rules that are easier to learn (or to state) are not the easiest to 

acquire (Lightbown & Spada 2000). For example, many advanced English second 

language speakers continuously make the error of not applying the third person singular -  

s verbs in the present tense in conversation or writing even though they have studied it.

The input hypothesis states second language learners acquire language by 

understanding messages rather than focusing on form (Krashen, 1985 as cited in Diaz- 

Rico & Weed 2002). Comprehensible input is input with language structures and forms 

that are just one level beyond the learner’s competence in that specific language.
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However, the learner must already be exposed to and have basic knowledge of that 

language beforehand (Lightbown & Spada 2000). For example, as a language learner 

attempts to listen to a Finnish radio station with no prior exposure to or knowledge of the 

language, it would be impossible to understand any words or main ideas (Diaz-Rico & 

Weed 2002). Comprehensible input involves simple language with a focus on 

communication rather than accuracy. In a classroom setting this would include shorter 

sentences, restricted vocabulary, slower speech, and including other second language 

acquisition methodologies such as using visual aids and paraphernalia.

Krashen’s last theoretical hypothesis is based on a concept of an affective filter. 

This filter is an imaginary barrier that prevents learners from acquiring language because 

of specific psychological factors such as: anxiety, motivation, stress, self-confidence, or 

self-conscience, and attitude (Diaz-Rico & Weed 2002; Lightbown & Spada 2000). In 

the practical classroom setting, this explains why some learners succeed while others fail 

when the same learning opportunity is given to all of them. Krashen’s affective filter 

hypothesis is popular amongst other second language acquisition researchers. Other 

psychological factors that affect individual learning can be related to Krashen’s affective 

filter hypothesis. These include aptitude, motivation, learning strategies, intelligence, 

age, sex, self-esteem, cooperation, and pedagogical implications (Oxford, 1992, Skehan, 

1989 as cited in Su-Ja Kang, 2006). Some of these aspects will be further discussed in 

the next literature review sub-section, which discusses socio-cultural factors in second 

language acquisition.

On their part, Meeks & Jewkes (2003) believe that Krashen’s theories on 

language and acquisition represent the two extremes of the debate on student’s learning.
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Supporters of the acquisition side believe that language is learned mainly through 

immersion. Supporters of the learning side believe that students need to be explicitly 

taught what and how to learn. Meeks & Jewkes (2003) believe that students learn both 

ways. Sometimes they acquire information unconsciously and sometimes they have to be 

specifically taught. While at other times, they learn and acquire at once.

Socio-cultural factors in second language acquisition

Society and culture also play a large role in acquiring second language skills. As 

stated by Vygotsky (1962) earlier in the literature review, society and the surrounding 

environment determine a person’s verbal thought output. Diaz-Rico & Weed (2002) 

believe that language learning and teaching occurs within social and cultural contexts. 

People succeed in learning languages in order to become a part of their communities, and 

to act appropriately according to cultural norms. Second language learners already have 

certain patterns of behaviour that they use as they learn the new language. These 

behavioural patterns can be, both, beneficial and limiting in learning the second language 

community’s social interaction. Therefore, socio-cultural factors such as how people 

interact with each other on a daily basis are a large part of second language acquisition. 

Other socio-cultural factors include: acculturation variables, differential status of 

languages, value systems, dialects and standard languages as well as cultural patterns and 

organization of schools (Diaz-Rico & Weed, 2002, Egbo, 2001). Acculturation, or the 

process of adapting to a new culture, expands beyond language acquisition. It includes 

factors such as positive attitudes and relationships between groups of speakers of 

different languages. Shuman (1978) as cited in Diaz-Rico & Weed (2002) believes that 

perception of equal status between the primary and English language groups, mutual
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desire (between the language groups) for the primary language group to assimilate, 

sharing of social facilities between the different language groups, congruency of cultures 

between the primary and English language groups, and positive attitudes towards each 

other’s groups are variables in the acculturation process.

School performance also depends on the social status of minority languages. As 

per Diaz-Rico & Weed (2002), many middle-class parents believe that learning a second 

language is personally, socially, and professionally beneficial for their children.

However, languages considered as prestigious that parents wish for their children to study 

are not the ones spoken by recent immigrants (Dicker, 1992 as cited in Diaz-Rico & 

Weed, 2002). Thus, this results in a certain bias that being bilingual in a foreign studied 

language is more valuable than being fluent in an immigrant language. As educators of 

an increasingly ESL student population, our attitudes towards minority languages need to 

improve. Teachers must ensure that minority language students do not feel inferior to 

their majority English speakers counterparts. Also, teachers should be aware of their own 

biases they hold regarding minority languages and recognize that they communicate these 

biases intentionally or not. Second language learning should be valued in our society 

whether the language is considered as “prestigious” or not (Foscolos, 2000).

Students also need to be socially and culturally comfortable when learning a 

second language (Diaz-Rico & Weed, 2002). Value systems just as attitudes affect the 

relationships between students and with their teachers. A typical North American 

classroom consists of school values such as speed and time efficiency supported by 

standardized testing, task-oriented classroom procedures, conforming to schedules and 

authority, maintaining order and discipline, and academic achievement for personal
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growth (LeCompte, 1981 as cited in Diaz-Rico & Weed 2002). Within this rigid school 

structure, minority language students must feel comfortable to switch between their home 

and school cultural values in order to be academically and socially successful. This 

includes incorporating more flexible and comfortable classroom procedures, as well as 

using literature and displaying photographs from other cultures in order to avoid student 

alienation from their home culture. Thus, Diaz -R ico & Weed (2002) believe that the 

success of second language acquisition highly depends on the learners’ process of 

adapting to a new culture, the status of their primary language, their community’s view of 

the English language, the social and cultural language use in the community, and the 

relationship between their home culture and school culture.

Research shows a positive correlation between the incorporation of student 

language and culture and academic success (Cummings, 1983). When student language 

and culture are seen positively rather than as a disadvantage, students are empowered. 

Including student language does not necessarily mean teaching it in school -  it means 

valuing the student’s language in the context of the school and communicating the value 

of the student’s culture. Research also shows that knowledge of more than one language 

does not interfere with the understanding of language rules (Garcia et al., 1983) but 

enhances student performance (Cummings, 1986; Lambert & Tucker, 1972). Many 

studies provide support for this finding, for example, the 1998 summary of research 

conducted by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (National 

Association for Bilingual Education, 1998). Even in California, where bilingual 

education has been highly controversial, results from San Francisco and San Jose on 

achievement tests found that students who completed bilingual education generally
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performed better than native English speakers in math, reading, language, and spelling 

(Asimov, 1998). Another result of this study concludes that cultural and linguistic 

preservation in the classroom seem to have a positive impact on academic success. Also, 

as Diaz (2001) states, the possibility of school failure is increased if the languages 

students speak are neglected or reduced to a secondary position in their schooling. 

However, critiques of bilingual education exist due to both political, such as minority 

language status, and pragmatic considerations. In many schools, there are not enough 

trained teachers for such programs and there are limited numbers of students who speak 

the same language in order to create an entire program (Diaz, 2001).

According to Egbo (2001), traditional schools “are organized around hierarchical 

and monolithic models of instruction that are congruent with the values of mainstream 

society” (p. 58). This practice de-emphasizes minority cultural values, learning styles 

and dialects. Diaz-Rico & Weed (2002) state how cultural patterns and organization of 

schools affect minority students’ learning and performance. Examples of these structures 

within schools include: curriculum, pedagogy, testing, policies, limited student roles, as 

well as limited parent/community involvement (Nieto, 2000 as cited in Diaz-Rico & 

Weed, 2002). The authors believe that curriculum development and pedagogy skills need 

to be adjusted. Often, the existing curriculum excludes minority students by ignoring and 

disallowing them to identify with their own cultures. Pedagogy is often tiresome in basic 

skills curriculum classrooms and focuses extensively on the pressure to cover the 

material. Standardized testing adds to school inequity where students who perform 

poorly are redirected to basic skills or remedial classes where they were initially 

unsuccessful. Further, disciplinary policies often discriminate against certain behaviours
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and in turn, label these students as delinquent. Limited student roles result in student 

alienation, off task behaviour or disruptions, and passive frustration. Finally, the authors 

believe that limited community and parent involvement may be misinterpreted as lack of 

concern for children’s education; however, this may just be a mismatch between school 

and home cultures (Diaz-Rico & Weed, 2002).

According to Ghosh (2002), while there have been tremendous changes in attitude 

toward intellectually and physically challenged students, school policies based on 

organizational needs rather than on the needs of students have not altogether disappeared. 

Sometimes minority students are put into special education classes when they cannot 

keep up with the rest of the class due to the language of instruction, and this is explained 

as student failure. The segregation of students in special education classes has lifetime 

consequences for students. Not only are they likely to remain labelled as permanent 

underachievers but this label also affects their self-concept and identity. As a result, their 

low self-concept and confused identity may cause socially unacceptable behaviour 

(Ghosh, 2002).

Diaz (2001) also believes that in the United States, people have generally been 

socialized to think of language diversity as a negative rather than a positive condition.

Yet in most countries of the world, such as in Canada, bilingualism and multilingualism 

are the norm, rather than the exception. Sometimes bilingualism is highly valued, 

usually, with those who are formally educated and have status and power in society. At 

other times, bilingualism is seen as a sign of low status. When particular languages are 

prohibited, this results in silencing the voices of those who speak them (Diaz, 2001).

Diaz (2001) also states that in the United States, most of the pedagogical approaches
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assume that language diversity is an illness; however, research points to the benefits of 

native language development.

The above literature review of how socio-cultural factors affect student language 

learning provides us with a realistic outlook of the many challenges language students 

face in addition to their linguistic acquisition difficulties. Therefore, second language 

teachers need to be sensitive to the cultural and social obstacles their students need to 

overcome. Additionally, as stated previously, language teachers should have a solid 

theoretical background and knowledge of the language acquisition process. Finally, 

educators and pedagogues need to be prepared with appropriate teaching methodologies 

and specific instructional techniques in second language education. The following 

section of this chapter will discuss ESL methodologies and related research studies.

2.5 Overview of ESL Teaching Methodologies

The most common approaches to linguistic diversity have been ESL and bilingual 

education. Both of these approaches have been controversial since they challenge the 

assimilationist method, which is a belief that every minority group should integrate into 

the mainstream culture through a one-way process, by giving up their original culture and 

traditions (Bennett, 2003). As Lambert (1990) discussed, young children are expected to 

reconstruct their cognitive abilities and linguistic knowledge. They are also asked to give 

up their heritage and become Canadians as quickly as possible. However, the 

assimilationist approach is based on a traditional view that focuses on individualistic 

learning to protect national identity and develop a sense of broader Canadian values. 

Conversely, multicultural education creates open-mindedness to other cultures, treats 

each culture on an equal scale, and embraces, not just accepts Canadian diversity.
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Nevertheless, bilingual education has been found to be more effective than other 

programs, such as ESL alone.

Recently, the need for additional English language instruction beyond the 

advanced ESL level has become more apparent. According to Nixon (1991), transitional 

classes, taken before and/or with a mainstream English class, are devised to enhance the 

skills that play such an important role in the mainstream classes: listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing. Professionals involved with transitional classes state that students 

have definitely benefited from an additional daily period of ESL instruction. Nixon 

(1991) identified specific transitional approaches. Through the Cognitive Approach for 

example, ESL instructors are challenged to acquire more skills in diagnosing the needs of 

limited English proficiency students by replacing language teaching with language 

learning. A Content-based Approach incorporates subject matter suitable to the student’s 

age and grade level with the teaching of second language skills. The main objective in 

transitional approaches is to mainstream the student gradually, starting with the subjects 

that are the least linguistically demanding, such as art, music, and physical education. 

English is studied in sheltered class, and core subjects are taught in the student’s first 

language (Nixon, 1991).

Sheltered instruction is another example where teachers teach content in strategic 

ways making it comprehensible while promoting academic English language 

development (Short & Echevarria, 2005). Sheltered instruction techniques for content 

comprehension include slower speech, clear enunciation, visual aids, vocabulary 

development, connections to student experiences, and supplementary materials. The 

Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) Model is a good example of sheltered
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instruction. It is a lesson planning and delivery approach composed of 30 instructional 

strategies grouped into eight components: Preparation, Building Background, 

Comprehensible Input, Strategies, Interaction, Practice/Application, Lesson Delivery, and 

Review/Assessment. Teachers use these strategies by incorporating them into the 

mainstream curriculum while promoting student’s academic English language 

development. The SIOP Model’s key features include inclusion of language objectives in 

every content lesson, development of students’ background knowledge, and emphasis on 

academic literacy practice (Short & Echevarria, 2005).

Success of ESL students is not only the responsibility of teachers specifically 

trained in bilingual education, ESL, and other transitional programs, but for all teachers 

and all schools (Diaz, 2001). Nixon (1991) believes that it is the teacher who sets the 

pace, sequences the lessons, avoids perplexing English lessons, and offers opportunities 

that are conducive to language learning. While learning new approaches and techniques 

may be very helpful, successful language teaching means primarily changing one’s 

attitudes towards the students and their linguistic-cultural backgrounds, as well as their 

communities (Cummins 1996; Nieto 1999). Diaz (2001) suggests the following 

approaches in order for teachers to achieve success with language minority students: 1) 

teachers need to understand how language is learned; 2) teachers need to develop an 

additive perspective concerning bilingualism; and 3) teachers and schools need to 

consciously learn how to foster native language literacy.

Second language instruction should be cognizant and sensitive to the historical 

and cultural backgrounds of the students. The teaching of a second language (or third) 

should not aim to change students’ identities or their relationship with the social world
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around them, nor should it be used as a power tool in order to degrade their native 

language and/or culture (Ghosh, 2002). Rather, it should create an environment where 

children from different cultural and linguistic contexts can relate to each other through 

mutual respect and understanding while sharing their commonalities instead of focusing 

on each others’ differences. Approaches to ESL instruction should focus on making the 

students comfortable and able to relate to the language and culture of the second 

language. As some writers argue, language can either be a tool for empowerment or a 

tool for domination (Cummins 2000, Corson, 1997).

Related Studies

Many American studies have researched student teachers, and teachers’ 

perspectives regarding diversity in the classroom, cultural and linguistic. At James 

Madison University in Virginia in 1997, a study was conducted on critical needs in the 

ESL education in order to design an appropriate ESL endorsement program. It involved 

a state-wide sample of K-12 schools with ESL programs. Results indicated that teacher 

preparation programs should emphasize more hands-on teaching and model active 

teaching to better prepare prospective teachers to work with non-native students. 

Respondents indicated that the greatest needs are to have a well-designed ESL syllabus, 

updated materials, consistent assessment measures, more experienced personnel, more 

resources, and better prepared professionals. However, this study as with many others, 

did not focus on ESL students’ opinions and voices.

Although many related studies have taken place in the United States, a limited 

number of Canadian studies exist (Cummins, 1997). Overall, there exists a scarcity of 

qualitative Canadian studies inquiring about the perceptions and experiences of ESL high
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school students. However, two significant studies from Alberta stand out. Foscolos 

(2000) focused on the perceptions of Asian Pacific ESL students regarding their high 

school learning experiences. This qualitative study captured the voice of students who 

have been under-represented in the discourses related to language, immigration and 

education. The findings of the study include the following: increased time positively 

affects the level of English Language Proficiency (ELP) as well as success in high 

school; effective instructional support is needed to develop ELP and socio-cultural 

factors impact on relationships with peers and teachers, such as feelings of isolation, 

frustration, and minimal interaction was a common perception. The drawback of this 

study was that the student sample was limited to only Asian students instead of a larger 

more diverse group of immigrants.

Bird (1998) conducted a similar study, except this time the focus was on ESL 

students’ needs and teaching practices of ESL teachers. This ethnographic research 

centred on how ESL students increase their confidence and English language skills when 

the extra academic and language assistance they often require is provided to them along 

with mainstream students in support groups. Additionally, this study addressed the key 

role of classroom environment in enhancing ESL students’ participation in curricular 

activities and the importance of building a support network to include ESL students in the 

overall school system. This study also revealed that teachers are critical promoters of 

ESL students’ cultural and academic integration into the school. Additionally, this study 

explored issues concerning clarity of instruction for ESL students and making the content 

instruction more comprehensible for them. Finally, successful integration of ESL 

students derives from inclusive teaching practices such as co-operative learning, peer-
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tutoring, heterogeneous grouping, context teaching and audio visual aids rather than 

segregation an removal from mainstream classes. Collaborative learning in Group and 

Buddy-Up Programs were also mentioned as successful strategies for ESL students. Both 

of the above studies were significant to Canadian research findings; however, they were 

conducted in the province of Alberta.

During the time of writing this thesis, the researcher was not able to locate many 

recent published Canadian studies that specifically focused on ESL high school students’ 

experiences. However, Foscolos (2000) mentions a significant published study with a 

focus on the academic achievement of ESL students. The leading research question of 

this specific study was “What are ESL learner’s perceptions of the factors which may 

contribute to or accompany their ability to achieve in school”? (Early, 1992, as cited in 

Foscolos, 2000, p.34). This case study was conducted among twenty-six immigrant high 

school students. The findings concluded that the more successful students were highly 

ambitious and spoke of future university goals while the less successful ones were less 

clear about their future. The students commented that they had to change their learning 

strategies, where instead of focusing on rote memory, they found that research skills and 

asking questions were more important and beneficial to their learning. They also 

commented that being confident and having a high self-esteem was helpful in student 

achievement. However, the deficiency in this study was that success was defined and 

categorized by a grade “C” average or above.

Another significant study conducted by Kanno and Applebaum (1995), as cited in 

Foscolos (2000), is a published study with three Japanese students about their 

experiences of various ESL programs in Toronto. The findings highlight a strong
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relationship between learning English and making friends. Learning English was more 

important for the students who wanted to make Canadian friends than for the students 

who only wished to make friends with other Japanese students. The findings also 

concluded that the Japanese students’ motivation to learn English was affected by their 

English speakers’ peer acceptance. The participants also perceived a gap between their 

ESL and mainstream classes, and could not see how these classes connected. In fact, the 

students even “saw the ESL program as an impediment to their integration” (p.38). 

According to the researchers, these students were marginalized in the school and had 

reached a limit of their language acquisition process. A perception of ESL students as 

learning disabled, and ESL classes as remedial was also noted. Kanno and Applebaum 

(1995) as cited in Foscolos (2000) concluded that if schools do not advocate a successful 

integration of ESL students by bringing the majority and minority students together, then, 

a true cross-cultural understanding and respect will not develop. However, the students 

interviewed in this study were international without the intention of staying and living in 

Canada permanently. Another deficiency was the limited sample of only three students’ 

perspectives.

Besides university studies, there are also recent and significant reports on 

Canadian immigration and ESL education issues. A report by an Ottawa researcher and 

reporter Andrew Duffy, which was funded by the Atkinson Foundation stands out. In 

2003, the author completed and reported a year-long study on the overall relationship 

between immigration and education in Canada. Duffy’s report included specific studies 

such as the Roessingh & Watt’s study in Calgary. This is one of the only long-term 

Canadian studies of ESL students. It found an overall dropout rate of 74 % among ESL
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students -  a rate two-and-a half times that of the general student population.

Additionally, this study found that 93% of ESL students who arrived as beginners in 

English were most likely to drop out. Further, Duffy examined Alberta’s education 

program and found that 81% of Alberta’s immigrant students passed the Language Arts 

portion of the province’s standardized grade 6 test, 91% of Alberta’s bilingual Ukrainian 

Program students passed Alberta’s Grade 6 Language Arts Test, whereas, in Ontario,

67% of the 2,391 ESL students failed the Grade 10 literacy test.

Myers (2003) also provides a report of an interesting outlook on the realities of 

ESL programs and support in Canadian school boards. Myers states that in the fall of 

2002, a survey by the advocacy group People For Education reported that ESL provision 

had been reduced in Toronto. 60% of their ESL programs had been lost, and ESL 

leadership cutbacks were increasingly taking place (Myers, 2003).

The limited number of Canadian qualitative studies in the field of ESL education 

focusing on students’ voices, especially in the south-western region of Ontario, sparked 

the researcher’s interest and decision to devise, implement, and analyze this study. The 

researcher hopes that this study will contribute to ESL education and literature by voicing 

student experiences and their teachers’ opinions about which transitional programs and 

instructional methodologies identify and suit ESL students’ academic and social needs.

While understanding the theories of language acquisition and applying the 

suitable language and literacy teaching methodologies, teachers create a successful 

learning environment for struggling language learners. As future educators of an 

increasing multilingual student population in our educational system and society, we have 

many crucial issues to consider. Not only should we be trained in specific language
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acquisition theories and practices, but we should also consider socio-cultural factors such 

as the surrounding community and its relations with the school and students, 

organizational patterns within school systems, and the social status of minority languages 

in order to clearly identify and understand ESL students’ social and academic needs. 

Most importantly, our perspectives and beliefs need to change when looking at language 

education, specifically bilingual and ESL instruction of immigrant students. 

Differentiating our teaching methodologies in order to suit the needs of every student is a 

beginning approach in breaking the barriers of frustration experienced by our struggling 

students. The positive attitudes and appropriate teaching strategies we implement, will 

tremendously aid in creating a successful language learning environment for all students. 

Once again, the research questions that guided the study were:

What are ESL high school students’ perceptions of their learning experiences in and 

outside of their ESL classrooms? What approaches to ESL instruction are teachers 

currently using in the participating school and what are teachers’ perceptions of linguistic 

diversity? Are there significant differences between the perceptions of ESL students and 

those of their teachers? What are the academic and social needs of minority language 

students?
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CHAPTER III 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative Research 

The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how the study was designed and 

implemented. This study was based on qualitative research procedures, which do not use 

statistical or quantifiable means to arrive at findings (Corbin and Strauss, 1990, as cited 

in Foscolos, 2000). Qualitative research is “set in a natural setting where the researcher 

is an instrument of data collection who gathers words or pictures, analyzes them 

inductively, focuses on the meaning of the participants, and describes a process that is 

expressive and persuasive in language” (p. 14, Creswell, 1998). The researcher builds a 

complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports, detailed views of informants, and 

conducts the study in a natural setting. It is also emergent, flexible, and interpretive in 

nature. Creswell (1988) includes the following reasons for conducting qualitative 

research: the nature of the research question starts with how as opposed to what or why in 

quantitative research; the topic needs to be explored; variables cannot be easily identified, 

theories are not available to explain behaviour of participants; there is a need to present a 

detailed view of the topic; to study individuals in their natural setting. In this study, 

qualitative research was used primarily to emphasize the researcher’s role as a participant 

and an active learner rather than as an expert. The research was conducted and analyzed 

from the view of the participants. According to Bogden & Biklen (1998), the researcher 

enters the participants’ world to know them and gain their trust, as well as to keep a 

systematic record of observations. By taking the role of participant observer, the
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social experience. For example, when asked to identify what they find positive about 

their ESL classes, several of the students responded as follows:

Student C: The only thing I like is that the other student are different culture, we
don’t speak the same language so we speak English.

Student I: the teachers, like English, it’s good. And you feel good after.

Researcher: Do you feel more confident?

Student I: Yeah, and you talk to other people with that language, it’s just cool.

Student F: Yeah, and when you talk to your friends they tell you a lot of stuff
about their culture and we teach them about our culture.

Student I: Yeah, our food, culture, all kinds of stuff! (Interview Transcript,
Group #5).

The students feel more confident and comfortable learning English and integrating into 

the Canadian society in this type of culturally and linguistically diverse academic and 

social setting.

In summary, most of the groups suggested that their success of being socially 

integrated depended upon their non-ESL peers’ acceptance and by “fitting in” to the 

Canadian culture. Feelings of embarrassment, loneliness, and isolation were also 

common barriers to their initial social integration. The overall multicultural school 

environment eased their social transition from home to school culture, since the students 

could identify with and befriend other ESL students who were usually from the same 

cultural and linguistic background. Additionally, the ESL Program helped with their 

academic and social integration by providing them with skills they can use in mainstream 

classes and by having the opportunity to meet same native language students to ease their 

classroom comprehension and socialization.
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4.4: Greatest Challenges and Accomplishments

Friendship was a common theme when the students from the first group 

commented about challenges and accomplishments. They said that finding their own 

circle of friends was a social challenge as well as an accomplishment, since they felt that 

friends could help during difficult times and experiences. Friends could also help in 

finding jobs, which was also another social challenge. Some of them felt they had 

already experienced a form of racism (in reference to discrimination) when they 

mentioned that it was difficult for them to find a job because of their limited English 

skills and accent. Other accomplishments mentioned by the students were academic 

recognition and winning soccer games. The only accomplishment mentioned in the 

second group was winning a soccer game as in the previous group.

In terms of their challenges, the students in group #3 feel that overcoming 

embarrassment and being made fun of is their greatest social challenge, while giving 

presentations is their greatest academic challenge. Adjusting linguistically and culturally 

were also great accomplishments for this group. Catching up on missed work is also a 

challenge while a common accomplishment in this group is understanding and using 

three languages at the same time. Their greatest accomplishment is graduating from the 

ESL Program and high school, in general, as well as learning to speak English and 

communicating with people from other cultures.

The students in group #4 also face many academic challenges. The major one 

mentioned is speaking and reading out-loud in non-ESL classes because they feel 

embarrassed of their accent. Some other challenges include writing essays to build 

vocabulary, and motivation to show up in school. Just as with the previous group, this 

group’s main accomplishments are graduating from the ESL Program and earning all the
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necessary credits to complete high school. Academically, they wish to achieve high

grades in their classes. One student mentioned, for example, that her highest academic

achievement so far was obtaining a 92% grade in religion class.

Students’ accomplishments in the last group included acquiring English

comprehension skills they can utilize in class and in practical real-life situations as well

as making a successful transition from ESL to regular English classes. While

overcoming the fear of reading out-loud is their main academic challenge. Their

academic fear of reading out-loud and of being made fun of as a result, is demonstrated in

the following excerpt:

Researcher: Ok, but in your classes, what do you find difficult besides 
homework?

Student I: To read out loud.

Researcher: You find reading difficult?

Student I: Yeah, like when you read faster, you have to pick up the speed, some 
people can’t do that, like me.

Researcher: Does anyone else have that problem? Is everyone confident when 
they read out loud?

Students: Sometimes we’re nervous yeah, were; nervous, cause there’s a lot of 
people looking at you, and laughing at you.

Researcher: Who would laugh at you?

Student H: Like in the other classes, the Canadian students.

Researcher: How about in your ESL classes, are you comfortable reading out 
loud?

Student F: Yeah, cause we all know, like, we’re all learning English, you know. 
But even in regular classes, I still read, because I’m in ESL I’m proud of it, I 
don’t care (Interview Transcript, Group #5).
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To conclude, making friends and academic recognition were some of the groups’ 

accomplishments, while presentations and speaking in class were common challenges for 

the other groups. Group # 3 believes that overcoming embarrassment of being different 

from the majority culture was a common social challenge while being trilingual was a 

common accomplishment for these students. Academically, reading out-loud and 

speaking in class were the most common challenges. Graduating from the ESL Program 

and making a successful transition into mainstream classes was also a common 

accomplishment for some of the groups. In general, making cultural and language 

adjustments were common accomplishments for many of the students.

4.5: Overall Attitude and Ambitions

The students in the first group interviewed had an overall optimistic attitude. In 

general, their experiences in Canada and at the school have so far been positive. They 

believe that Canadians are very friendly and that it is easy to meet new people in Canada. 

They are also highly ambitious. Many want to go to either university or college. 

Specifically, there were two aspiring pharmacists, one teacher, one mechanical engineer, 

one computer engineer (college), one auto mechanic (work), one artist (painter), and one 

divided between going to university or college.

As with the first group, the students in the second group also had high ambitions.

One student wishes to pursue a university degree in international business management, 

another wants to study law administration in college and then go onto university, there 

were two aspiring police officers, one construction mechanic, and one student who wants 

to have a general college degree.
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